Sensorineural hearing loss and the discrimination of vowel-like stimuli.
It has been hypothesized that the wider-than-normal auditory bandwidths attributed to sensorineural hearing loss lead to a reduced ability to discriminate spectral characteristics in speech signals. In order to investigate this possibility, the minimum detectable depth of a spectral "notch" between the second (F2) and third (F3) formants of a synthetic vowel-like stimulus was determined for normal and hearing-impaired subjects. The minimum detectable notch for all subjects was surprisingly small; values obtained were much smaller than those found in actual vowels. An analysis of the stimuli based upon intensity discrimination within a single critical band predicted only small differences in performance on this task for rather large differences in the size of the auditory bandwidth. These results suggest that impairments of auditory frequency resolution in sensorineural hearing loss may not be critical in the perception of steady-state vowels.